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In mid-January 2003, the Khmer newspaper Rasmei Angkor alleged that the famous Thai actress Suvanan Kongying-known as Morning Star-said that she would not perform in Cambodia again until the temple Angkor Wat was returned to Thailand and that she would rather be reincarnated as a dog than as a Khmer. This allegation was never confirmed, but Cambodia's prime minister Hun Sen repeated it in a speech, dubbing the actress "Thief Star," and on January 29, 2003, a group of mostly college-aged Khmer gathered at Phnom Penh's Independence Monument, rode their motor bikes to the Thai embassy, and, unchecked by Phnom Penh's police, burned that building to the ground. In the days following the riot, as anthropologist Alexander Hinton recounts, Khmer people participating in online discussions said that the Thai had stolen not just Angkorean temples but also Khmer dance and music.
1
Five years later, violence erupted again along a contentious stretch of the ThaiKhmer border when the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) granted Cambodia's request that the temple Preah Vihear-called Phra Viharn in the Thai language-be designated a World Heritage Site.
2 UNESCO's designation reignited a longstanding border dispute regarding the land surrounding the temple, a late ninth-century complex built by the Khmer king Yasovarman. Following UNESCO's decision, from 2008 through 2011, Thai and Khmer forces skirmished along the territory in question, leading to dozens of military and civilian deaths, 3 and both nations continue to use the temple as "a symbol of nationalism for political purposes."
4
This article links these tense international relations with musical and ritual practices common to Cambodia and Thailand to explore how music and ritual can contribute to the political polarization between nations. I focus on the Khmer thvāy grū and the nearly identical Thai version called the wai khruu, 5 the ritual offerings for the teachers that are practiced in numerous contexts in both Cambodia and Thailand, to question how nationalist sentiments become affixed to musical and ritual behaviors that, like the temples Angkor Wat and Preah Vihear/Phra Viharn, preceded modern nation-states.
Drawing on my fieldwork with Khmer and Khmer-American musicians and dancers, 6 I first describe the ritual's contexts in Cambodia and its diaspora, emphasizing how performing artists use the thvāy grū to establish a continuity with the past. Through ritualized remembrance, artists maintain the memory of their teachers, gods, and ancestors, gaining their support and guidance. I argue that these remembrances suggest a Khmer ontology in which artists are consistently in the presence of their teachers and ancestors. Writing against the assumption that "the human is ontologically singular," Dipesh Chakrabarty takes "gods and spirits to be existentially coeval with the human, and think[s] from the assumption that the question of being human involves the question of being with gods and spirits." Similarly, I argue that in Cambodia and its diaspora, musicians and dancers are coeval with their predecessors, and they use these rituals to create artistic lineages that stretch far into the past and forward into the future. These are continuous lineages, but I argue that artists are not "links in a chain," as others have maintained; artists individualize musical and ritual performance, leading to personal relationships with the past, the art, and the divine. In Thailand, musicians use a nearly identical ritual to effect similar artistic lineages. While the rituals are largely the same between the two nations, as are the music ensembles and the names of the songs played during the rituals, the melodies that musicians play are different, indicating that music marks both similarity and difference.
I then trace the historical narratives that help explain the ritual overlap between these two countries and, I contend, have transformed these rituals into symbols of each nation. Today, individuals and institutions in both nations claim that the thvāy grū/wai khruu reflects each country's unique national heritage and lineage. Using Paul Ricoeur's writing on "memory and forgetting," I argue that these rituals fulfill a "duty to remember" that, 8 in Cambodia's case, counteracts a colonial narrative of decline and the Khmer Rouge genocide. However, this ritual's remembering and its personalized lineages work against an equally essential task, what Ricoeur calls "the duty to forget," 9 which he says is necessary when working toward reconciliation and rapprochement. Halting cycles of animosity and violence is thus not as simple as, for example, waiting for "cool heads [to] prevail [so that] Preah Vihear will resume the mission for which it was built," 10 since nationalist associations concerning temples, ritual, and the performing arts are now deeply ingrained. I argue that the thvāy grū, wai khruu, and their separate musical lineages now work to instill nationalist associations through their focus on memory. By prioritizing memory over for-getting, these rituals and their music inculcate the political thought that contributes to the longstanding animosity and violence between Cambodia and Thailand. Khmer artists perform versions of this ritual in numerous contexts: during initiations for music and dance students, at the beginning of music and dance lessons and rehearsals, before wedding ceremonies, before classical and other dance performances, and preceding the all-male dance-drama lokhoṇ khol. The ritual begins when a group leader or ācāry (ritual specialist) lights incense placed in arrangements of fruit, soda, meat, and other offerings. That person then addresses three types of grū-one's current living teachers, the spirits of deceased teachers, and deity patrons of the arts-and calls on those teachers, as well as Hindu and Buddhist deities, to attend the event and bless the musicians and dancers so they can study and perform well. Musicians play a specified song or number of songs, while participants sit holding a sambaḥ gesture. If dancers are involved, they may then perform a blessing dance.
Most immediately, artists perform this ritual so that the teachers' spirits and other deities will provide guidance, blessings, and support for the event that will follow. According to the lyrics of the song "Pad Hom Rong" (Exs. 1 and 2), 11 which accompanies the thvāy grū performed at weddings and music lessons, these beings arrive to "transform the bad to prosperous blessings" (stanza 5) and achieve "health and happiness" for everyone (stanza 6). By the song's end, three cries of victory open a new hall and provide "an achievement with no doubt" (stanza 8), which transforms an everyday location into a sacred place in which the wedding or music lesson can occur. Tim Thou, director of the Angkor Dance Troupe (ADT), which is based in Lowell, Massachusetts, says that the sambaḥ grū asks "all the masters, all the ancestors of the dance" to "please come to make sure to witness, to help us, the dancers, to perform tonight to get [success] ."
12 Only after the teachers' blessings, Thou says, can we "play the program." 13 11 Multiple versions of the lyrics to "Pad Hom Rong" exist. Here, I translate the version used by my teacher Sok Duch. Khmer often rewrite song lyrics while retaining the song's name and, typically, the lyrics' overall meaning. While there is not enough space here, the multiple versions of Khmer wedding song lyrics deserve further comparative study. For this translation, I retain the formatting used when writing these lyrics in the Khmer language, which splits each line with a caesura and has four parts in each stanza. Lyrics for wedding songs such as "Pad Hom Rong" are often based on poetry forms, which have a rhyme scheme and a specific number of syllables for each part. In the Khmer-language original of these "Pad Hom Rong" lyrics, the ending syllables for each stanza's second and third parts rhyme, and each part has five syllables. See below for a discussion of the intersection of Khmer and Thai poetic verse forms.
12 Phone interview with Tim Thou (January 9, 2017). 13 Ibid. Sally Moore and Barbara Myerhoff's observation that "rituals are promises about continuity,"
23 but in the thvāy grū and sambaḥ grū, continuity is not just spiritual but artistic and even kinesthetic, as musicians and dancers physically perform the same songs and dance gestures that their predecessors performed and that their successors will perform.
Still, rather than participating in a simple linear connection of past, present, and future, individual dancers and musicians create their own relationships with the teachers and these art-forms, forging a multiplicity of lineages. Thou says that individual dancers interpret the ritual in different ways, with some fully believing they are possessed by their predecessors and others simply acknowledging the memory of past teachers. Moreover, different dance masters prefer different songs and orders of songs for the sambaḥ grū. For musicians, individualized lineages take the form of melodic variations and personalized performance styles. The basic melodies of songs performed for the thvāy grū and the wedding ceremony remain largely the same over time-although there are exceptions when a song's form or melody changes-but musicians develop individualized versions of each song's melody, putting their own stamp on the ritual and its music.
24 Therefore, while I agree that the thvāy grū and sambaḥ grū create lineages, I argue that they are not simple and singular repetitions of what has come before. Through these rituals, musicians and dancers forge a personal relationship with 24 I discuss these variations and issues of continuity and change in detail in Jeffrey Dyer, "Oral Pedagogy, Playful Variation, and Issues of Notation in Khmer Wedding Music," Ethnomusicology 62/1 (forthcoming). their teachers, the past, and the performance tra-ditions; in other words, individuals create their own lineages.
The thvāy grū and sambaḥ grū's acts of memory and the continuity they establish resemble other ritualized remembrances performed throughout Cambodia's history. During the Angkorean era, 25 each king began his reign by building temples honoring his parents and ancestors, which brought him legitimacy and power. That practice persisted well after the Angkorean era, as King Ang Duang, before his coronation in 1848, honored his ancestors "and restored the Buddhist religion close to the place where his ancestors were buried."
26
Precolonial normative poetry, or chbap, even more closely resembles the thvāy grū and sambaḥ grū. Writing about that poetry, historian David Chandler claims that "while honouring the past, each poet and each teacher expects to be honoured in due time by his pupils and descendants-in exactly the same way. Repetitions are proof that one's lineage has endured."
27 Chandler extrapolates that in precolonial Cambodia, "everyone needed people to guide them and people to guide; they needed to honour ancestors so as to be Even more than the variability in ritual structure, the songs themselves differ significantly between Cambodia and Thailand. While song titles are very similar between the two countries, the songs' melodies are significantly different. The version of "Pad Sathukar" used today by the ADT is similar to the version played by Khmer court musicians in Cambodia in 1971, 45 but it differs significantly from the song of the same name that Thai musicians play.
46 Likewise, the Khmer wedding song "Pad Hom Rong," which I learned from wedding musicians in 2004, has the same basic melody as the version recorded at Cambodia's Royal Unimusicians who can play this repertoire, the ADT uses recordings of songs for their sambaḥ grūs. 43 Wong and Lysloff, "Threshold to the Sacred," 337. I cannot comment on whether the Thai wai khruu has been shortened. 44 Concerning ensembles used for the wedding's thvāy grū, the old Khmer wedding music ensemble has no Thai equivalent, although some instruments, like the kse diev, have Thai versions. While the new wedding music ensemble, which is similar in construction to the mahaori ensemble, uses instruments also found in Thailand, the Thai ensembles do not perform for weddings.
45 I compared the ADT version with the version found on the compact disc Jacques Brunet, Cambodia: Royal Music (AUVIDIS/IICMSD/UNESCO D8011,
[1971]).
46 See Wong and Lysloff, "Threshold to the Sacred," 334, for a transcription of the opening to the Thai song Sathukan.
versity of Fine Arts in 1970,
47 but it is a completely different melody than Thai songs with the same or similar name.
48 This suggests that, on the Khmer side, musicians have retained the basic melodies of the songs "Pad Sathukar" and "Pad Hom Rong" since at least the early 1970s, and that those melodies survived the Khmer Rouge era largely intact. Musicians personalize melodies, but that largely does not lead to these songs changing shape over time.
49 However, between Cambodia and Thailand, personalization leads to melodic change, which suggests that the thvāy grū and wai khruu, despite their outward similarities, initiate separate artistic lineages, with music being a driver of difference. There are different artists, playing different melodies, using the same ritual to gesture toward different artistic lineages. Therefore, while I 47 I compared the version of "Pad Hom Rong" that I learned from Khmer wedding musicians with the version found on Cambodia: Traditional Music (Ethnic Folkways Records FE 4081, 1978) .
48 See Wong and Lysloff, "Threshold to the Sacred," 334, for a transcription of the Thai song "Tra Homrong." See Classical Music of Thailand (King Record Company KICC 5125, 1991) for a version of the Thai song "Homrong Aiyaret" performed by the khruan sai ensemble.
49 I make this statement knowing full well that melodies can change over time, and elsewhere (Dyer, "Oral Pedagogy," forthcoming) I consider Khmer musicians' concept of musical change. One example should suffice here. "Pad Hom Rong" now has two main versions: a three-part song that musicians call the older version, and a two-part song they term the newer version. However, the version cited above, which was recorded in 1970, is the two-part version, contradicting the widespread assumption among Khmer musicians and researchers that shorter versions of songs are newer, post-Khmer Rouge inventions. This is only one song, but it implies the possibility that the "new" versions of songs actually existed earlier than what is commonly assumed, or that the "old" versions are actually newer than what is claimed. Despite the difference in form, Khmer musicians consider both versions to be the same song, and the development of a different version does not contradict their sense of musical continuity. maintain that these rituals feature significant cross-border overlap and, as I attempt to demonstrate in the next section, can be a means for understanding these countries' historical interactions, I also propose that the different melodies and their distinct musical lineages have become examples of national difference.
Tracing Histories
How can the same ritual using similar musical ensembles and songs with similar names come to enact artistic lineages in two separate countries? In this section, I detail how a study of the region's history helps explain the origins of the significant overlap between Khmer and Thai ritual and musical practices. But even more than that, I argue that history, and in particular the multiple ways in which these histories have been told, also helps explain the political ideologies have come to be overlaid on this ritual and its music. By necessity, the historical accounts I provide here are overviews, but my interest is in how different historical narratives, or the ways people come to interpret historical trajectories, work to nationalize and politicize music and ritual.
One historical narrative concerns a common cultural forebear. The French scholar George Coedès was so struck by "the expansion of Indian civilization to the east" through what he supposed were maritime trading routes 50 that he considered the countries of Southeast Asia to be Indianized states. Asia, 57 and its rulers used a professional class of scribes, scholars, judges, and tax collectors to manage its outlying regions, including many sections of present-day Thailand, such as Sakon Nakhon, Lopburi, Phimai, and Sukhothai.
58 David Wyatt downplays the extent of Khmer influence among the general population, but he acknowledges that most of the ruling class along Angkor's periphery "must have been Khmer."
59 It seems that this Khmer elite had widespread influence throughout much of modern-day Thailand, at least according to the available documents. The original Thai script was "first devised as a modification of Cambodian cursive script," and the first Thailanguage inscription, carved in 1292, features much Khmer vocabulary. 60 Furthermore, in the Ayutthaya period, educational and other written texts of the upper class and munnai officials were composed in foreign languages such as Pali and Khmer. 61 Concerning Thai ritual traditions, Wyatt maintains that the Khmer had significant influence on the Thai. He writes that in ceremonies performed to ensure a good harvest, to restore health, or to celebrate rites of passage (puberty, marriage, death), nonBuddhist formulae are used and beliefs are expressed that stem from the popular forms of Brahmanical religion known to have been practiced in Angkorean days. 62 According to Nidhi Eoseewong, one such ritual performed during the Ayutthaya era and accompanied by music and a specific verse rhyme form was the "wai khru, or section paying respects to the teacher."
63 It is quite conceivable, then, that Sukhothai, Ayutthaya, and subsequent Thai kingdoms adopted musical and ritual concepts, including those used for the wai khruu, from the Khmer elite that ruled Angkor's outlying regions in Thailand.
64
This cultural transmission was likely far from peaceful, and the following era of Thai enlargement was similarly tumultuous. Beginning in the thirteenth century, Angkor's area constricted, 65 and Thai armies from Ayutthaya invaded Angkor in 1431, when "hundreds of Khmer artisans and musicians were carried away to Siam," 66 bringing the foundation of Khmer musical and ritual practices to the Ayutthaya court. Since then, as Thailand and Cambodia have remained largely at odds, the Thai have dominated. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Thailand expanded into present-day Cambodia, annexing its northwestern provinces of Battambang, Preah Vihear, and Siem Reap, the latter two containing the famous temples Preah Vihear/Phra Viharn and Angkor Wat. These narratives of Khmer expansion and cultural dispersal followed by Thai growth and Khmer diminution 62 Wyatt, Thailand: A Short History, 23. 63 Eoseewong, Pen and Sail, 10. 64 I am not suggesting that the ritual is performed in exactly the same way today as it was then, but the evidence suggests that its underlying beliefs and perhaps similar practices date to the fifteenth century, if not earlier. 67 Likewise, the Khmer name for the province that houses Angkor Wat-Siem Reap-can translate as "The Thai Have Been Pacified," "The Submissive Thai," or "The Thai Plain."
Further, using the example of Siamese verse forms, William Gedney convincingly argues that the more recent history of Thai cultural and political power has, for Thai, Khmer, and foreign scholars alike, obscured the Khmer foundation on which much of Thai culture rests. He is worth quoting at length, as he highlights historiography's political implications. Concerning Thai textbooks on Siamese verse forms, Gedney writes, "None of the textbooks, and apparently no teacher or student of Siamese language and literature, has recognized that these kàap forms were borrowed in toto from Cambodian."
68 After saying that Thai scholars have labored unconvincingly to claim an Indic origin for their verse forms, Gedney continues: 68 Gedney, "Siamese Verse Forms," 512. Gedney does not go into details about the Khmer verse forms used by Thai poets. What he describes as the kàap form yaanii on page 510 is identical to the Khmer verse form pad brohmgiti, or the "Brahma's Song" meter. What he describes as Suraangkhanaang on page 511 is identical to the Khmer verse form pad kakgti, the "Crow's Gait" meter. Gedney obviously appreciated these Khmer forms, as he writes on page 512 that the Khmer poems "have a vigor and beauty there that they seldom achieve in Siamese." Perhaps the main reason that this subject has been neglected is that, although in earlier times the influence was clearly from Cambodia upon Thailand, in the last century or so the influence has been entirely in the other direction. During the nineteenth century a number of Cambodian princes grew up in Bangkok, and King Norodom was so much under Thai influence that he required his children to learn the Siamese language. 69 Finally, with a touch of biting sarcasm, Gedney captures the animosity now common on both sides:
Nowadays it is hard to find anyone in Thailand able to recognize the extent of the earlier Cambodian influence. How could a country which is now so much smaller and weaker, and clearly under Thai cultural domination, have been the chief source of civilization and culture for Thailand in former times? This bias is sure to hamper the kind of research into the earlier Cambodian influence that is needed. 70 Gedney's point extends to linguistics-Franklin E. Huffman concluded that "Cambodian syntax has been strongly influenced by Thai"
71 -and also includes music. mystery of Angkor's making and meaning, repackaging old lore into a new story of national glory, national neglect, national decline, and national renaissance." 96 Edwards argues that part of the nationalizing process involved melding French and indigenous worldviews into "a national religion, a national space, a national past, and a national culture."
97
It was at this juncture, during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, that the thvāy grū and wai khruu were transformed into national entities in both Cambodia and Thailand. Since the rise of the modern Thai nation-state in 1932, the Thai government has been highly active in managing artistic lineages through the wai khruu, and musicians who become ritual officiants gain "powerful positions in the hierarchy of the civil servant system."
98 These officiants' musical authority is "closely tied to the construction and maintenance of the Thai state."
99 Furthermore, public versions of the wai khruu have come to serve an important role in Thai nationalism, as they function as "public displays of Thainess" 100 and as "active attempt[s] to construct a Thai public culture." 101 In Cambodia, the king can order an extended thvāy grū to "'create security' for the country or fulfill some national need,"
102 and through at least the late twentieth century, the king himself appointed officiants to oversee the Royal Palace's sambaḥ grus. 103 Further, the "Royal Khmer dancers were believed to have a positive effect on natural disorder,"
104 and the country's national anthem, Nogor Raj, "Thelineage over anyone else's and the sanctity of one's own nation over that of others, the nationalized thvāy grū/wai khruu precludes a sharing of these rituals that could lead to the forgetting of past wounds and, as Ricoeur advocates, amnesty and rapprochement. Instead, these rituals seem to work against a "duty to forget." Thailand's public joining of historical memory and nationalism through the wai khruu's public displays of Thai-ness reduces the chance that Thailand might acknowledge any overlap this ritual shares with Cambodia. To the south, many Khmer artists consider the thvāy grū to be a Khmer invention and a solely Khmer possession, and their ownership of it invalidates any claim that it could possibly be a display of Thai-ness. In both cases, music and ritual emphasize one's own memory and lineage over all others. This prioritizing of memory over forgetting, actualized through music and ritual, contributes to the ongoing antagonism between Cambodia and Thailand.
109
109 Some Thai and Khmer musicians have begun to complement this ritual's work of memory with the work of forgetting. For example, Thai music scholar Anant Narkong, who is on the Faculty of Music at Bangkok's Silpakorn University, has researched Khmer music and developed professional friendships with numerous Khmer musicians, including my interlocutors Yun Khean, a professor at Cambodia's Royal University of Fine Arts, and Nhok Sinat, a professional wedding musician and teacher. Additionally, the Khmer arts nongovernmental organization Cambodian Living Arts is working to build and strengthen regional connections.
